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Abstract:  A reconstruction algorithm for bioluminescence tomography 
(BLT) has been developed. The  algorithm numerically calculates the 
Green’s function at different wavelengths using the diffusion equation and 
finite element method. The optical properties used in calculating the 
Green’s function are reconstructed using diffuse optical tomography (DOT) 
and assuming anatomical information is provided by x-ray computed 
tomography or other methods. A symmetric system of equations is formed 
using the Green’s function and the measured light fluence rate and the 
resulting eigenvalue problem is solved to get the eigenvectors of this 
symmetric system of equations. A space can be formed from the 
eigenvectors obtained and the reconstructed source is written as an 
expansion of the eigenvectors corresponding to non-zero eigenvalues. The 
coefficients of the expansion  are found to obtain the reconstructed BL 
source distribution. The problem is solved iteratively by using a permissible 
source region that is shrunk by removing nodes with low probability to 
contribute to the source. Throughout this process the permissible  region 
shrinks from the entire object to just a few nodes. The best estimate of the 
reconstructed source is chosen that which minimizes the difference between 
the calculated and measured light fluence rates. 3D simulations presented 
here show that the reconstructed source is in good agreement with the actual 
source in terms of locations, magnitudes, sizes, and total powers for both 
localized multiple sources and large inhomogeneous source distributions. 
© 2011 Optical Society of America 
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1. Introduction 
Bioluminescence tomography (BLT) has recently attracted much interest as a molecular 
imaging technique that can be used as a noninvasive visualization of disease progression and 
response to treatment [1–4]. Direct in vivo  bioluminescence imaging does not give 
quantitative information about the distribution of the light source (corresponding to luciferase 
concentration) due to multiple light scattering and absorption in tissue. To correctly estimate 
the distribution of luciferase in tissue from the bioluminescence image, BLT algorithms need 
to be developed. 
BLT is ill-posed problem [5,6]. The number of data points available from the measured 
light fluence rate at the tissue boundary is much smaller than the number of unknown possible 
source distributions and this precludes a unique solution to the problem [6]. The ill-posedness 
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measurements for BLT [7–9]. Also, the number of unknowns can be reduced by using a priori 
information about permissible source regions [10–12] or solving for a rough estimate of an 
optimal permissible source region [13]. Using a priori  information about the source 
distribution can be beneficial for constraining the problem and improving the reconstruction. 
Different researchers have used sparsity regularization [14–16] for reconstructing localized 
and sparse sources. Using a source penalty term for regularization and an iterative 
minimization solution based on the L1 norm to shrink the source permissible regions was 
successful for achieving the reconstruction of a few localized sources [17]. In our previous 
work [18], an algorithm based on iterative shrinking of the source permissible region 
accompanied by minimizing an objective function formed from normalized Green’s functions 
at different wavelengths and measured light fluence rates gave good results in reconstructing 
localized and distributed sources. However, non-uniform source distributions and multiple 
sources with different powers were degenerate to the algorithm as sources with the same total 
power but different magnitudes (i.e.  power per unit volume) and sizes could not be 
distinguished. 
In the current work, a 3D BLT algorithm based on diffusion theory [19–26] has been 
developed to reconstruct inhomogeneous bioluminescence source distributions with good 
accuracy in terms of location, power, magnitude, and size. The Green’s function for the object 
is found by numerically solving the diffusion equation using the method of finite elements at 
different wavelengths. The scattering and absorption coefficients of all tissues are 
reconstructed using the diffuse optical tomography algorithm developed in [17] assuming 
known anatomical information obtained by another imaging modality such as x-ray CT. The 
calculated Green’s function and the measured light fluence rate are normalized to equate the 
contributions from all wavelengths. A symmetric system of equations is formed using the 
Green’s function and the measured light fluence rate. An eigenvalue problem is then solved to 
get the eigenvectors of the formed symmetric system of equations. The system of equations is 
rank deficient because the number of unknowns (source magnitude at each location) exceeds 
the number of data values (light fluence rate). Therefore, many eigenvalues of the system will 
be zero. A set of eigenvectors corresponding to non-zero eigenvalues is used as a complete set 
of vectors where the reconstructed source can be written as an expansion of these vectors. The 
set of vectors is assumed to be complete not in the mathematical sense but in the physical 
sense that any physical source distribution can formed from a combination of these vectors. 
The coefficients of the expansion are solved to obtain the source distribution. The removal of 
the eigenvectors corresponding to zero eigenvalues reduces the ill-posedness of the problem 
and imposes constraint on the reconstruction of the source without a need of using a 
regularization penalty term which reduces the accuracy of the reconstruction. The solution is 
repeated several times. At every iteration, the permissible source region is shrunk by 
removing nodes with low probability to contribute to the source. Throughout this process the 
permissible region shrinks from the entire object to just a few nodes. The best estimate of the 
source is that which minimizes the difference between the calculated and measured light 
fluence rates. 
2. BLT reconstruction 
The diffusion equation and the Robin-type boundary condition at a specific wavelength at 
zero modulation frequency are given by [27,28] 
  ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) . r, r, r, r,        r a s κ λ µ λϕ λ λ −∇ ∇+ =∈Ω      (1) 
  ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ˆ 1 2 r, r r, r, 0          r a An κ λ µ λϕ λ + = ∈∂Ω     (2) 
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domain and its boundary respectively, and the source distribution is given by  ( ) r, s λ . The 
spatial distribution of the tissue optical properties at wavelength λ is given by the absorption 
coefficient  ( ) r, a µλ  and the diffusion coefficient  ( ) r, κλ , where the diffusion coefficient is 
defined by 
  ( )
( )
1
r, ,
3 (r, ) (r, ) as
κλ
µ λµλ
=
′ +
   (3) 
where  (r, ) s µλ ′   is the reduced scattering coefficient  (1 ) ssg µµ ′ = − ,  s µ   is the scattering 
coefficient and g is the anisotropy factor.  ( ) ˆ r n is a unit vector pointed outwardly normal to 
∂Ω, and A is derived from Fresnel’s law as [29] 
  ( ) ( )
3
0
2
2/ 1 1 cos
,
1 cos
c
c
R
A
θ
θ
− −+
=
−
   (4) 
where  ( )
1 sin 1/ c θη
− =   is the critical angle,  ( ) ( )
22
0 1/ 1 R ηη = −+, and η  is the tissue 
refractive index at the boundary while the air refractive index is assumed to be 1. 
Equation (1) can be solved numerically using the method of finite elements (FE), and the 
discrete version of Eq. (1) as shown in [18] is given by 
  ( ) ( ) ( ) Gs ϕλ λ λ =    (5) 
where  ( ) G λ is the Green’s function matrix at wavelength λ  obtained by discretizing the 
diffusion equation. Assuming that the source magnitude is not a function of wavelength or, 
equivalently, the source spectrum is known in the range of measurement, for multi-spectral 
measurements at the detectors on the object surface∂Ω,  Eq. (5)  for  N  wavelengths in a 
normalized form can be given by 
 
( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( )
( )
( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( )
11 11
22 22
, ; / max ; ; / max ;
, ; / max ; ; / max ;
, ; / max ; ; / max ; NN NN
GdR d d d
GdR d d d
sR
GdR d d d
λ ϕλ ϕλ ϕλ
λ ϕλ ϕλ ϕλ
λ ϕλ ϕλ ϕλ
  
  
  
=   
  
  
  

   (6) 
or concisely  dR R d Gs ϕ = , where d is the detector index at the boundary ∂Ω, and R is the 
source permissible region index which contains the index of nodes of the finite element mesh 
inside  the  domain  Ω.  This  corresponds  to  the  permissible  source  region  which  could  be 
considered initially to be the whole domain Ω. The normalization of the Green’s function and 
light fluence rate by the maximum value of the light fluence rate at each wavelength improves 
the efficiency of the algorithm as shown before in [18]. Usually the number of rows of the 
matrix  dR G  in Eq. (6) which equals  length( ) Nd × is smaller than the number of columns, 
length( ) R . A symmetric system of equations can be obtained from Eq. (6): 
  ( ) ( )*,
TT
dR dR R dR d GG s G ϕ ∗=    (7) 
where 
T
dR G  is the transpose of the matrix  dR G . The rank of the matrix ( )
T
dR dR GG  is smaller 
than the number of rows or columns, and it has several zero eigenvalues, so it cannot be 
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T
dR dR GG  can still be inverted 
indirectly using a regularization technique as described in [9] or by other methods. Also a 
minimization method can be used to reconstruct the source without inverting the matrix 
( )
T
dR dR GG  as described in our previous algorithm in [18]. The aims of the proposed algorithm 
are not only to invert the matrix ( )
T
dR dR GG  to find a solution to the source distribution, but to 
improve the accuracy of reconstruction. This can be achieved by limiting the domain of space 
where a solution for the source can be found. The constraint on the source space is imposed 
by considering only the part that contributes to the source distribution and removing the 
remainder that does not contribute and causes the matrix ( )
T
dR dR GG  to be singular. Instead of 
solving the system of equations in Eq. (7), a new system with a reduced space can be formed 
which is directly invertible. Therefore, the source can be assumed to be a superposition of the 
non-zero eigenvectors of the matrix ( )
T
dR dR GG  such that 
 
1
M
R ii s cv =∑    (8) 
where  i v is an eigenvector of the matrix corresponding to non-zero eigenvalue and M is the 
number of chosen eigenvectors. The coefficients  i c   of the expansion in Eq. (8)  can be 
obtained by substituting the source expansion in Eq. (8) into Eq. (7) and multiplying both 
sides of Eq. (7) by the eigenvectors as follows: 
  ( ) ( )
1
1
*
**
M
TT TT
i dR dR j j i dR d
j
v v vv
vG G v cvG
Gc cG
ϕ
ϕϕ
=
−
∗ ∗= ∗
= ⇒=
∑
   (9) 
where [ ] ( ) ,
TT
v i dR dR j ij G v GG v = ∗∗ and [ ] ( )*
TT
v i dR d i vG ϕϕ = ∗ . 
The matrix  v G  is a real symmetric matrix with dimensions  MM ×   which is directly 
invertible and much smaller in size than the matrix( )
T
dR dR GG . The system of equations 
obtained in Eq. (9) from Eq. (7) saves computation time by inverting a much smaller, directly 
invertible matrix and limits the source space domain by considering only the eigenvectors that 
contribute to the source distribution. To guarantee the robustness of the algorithm in the 
presence of noise, not all eigenvectors corresponding to non-zero eigenvalues should be used 
in expansion (8). Otherwise the matrix  v G will be close to singular which will give inaccurate 
coefficients when using noisy data. Instead, for noise levels of 2%–10%, we found 
empirically that using eigenvectors such that the lowest corresponding eigenvalue is within 
4 10
− of the highest eigenvalue ensures robustness in the presence of noisy data. Since the 
space of eigenvectors used in expansion (8) does not include all eigenvectors corresponding to 
non-zero eigenvalues, the accuracy of the reconstruction could be affected. Thus, increasing 
the number of eigenvectors used in the expansion within the same domain of eigenvalues will 
ensure the robustness and improve the accuracy. This can be done by rescaling the system of 
equations given in Eq. (7) such that every row is normalized by the maximum value of that 
row. This will re-scale the eigenvalues to give more corresponding eigenvectors in the domain 
of eigenvalues (the max value and 
4 10
−   of the maximum value). Thus, the eigenvectors 
extraction is performed after normalizing the matrix( )
T
dR dR GG . Physically, this normalization 
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lower contribution to the light fluence rate compared to source nodes close to detectors. 
The algorithm described above is solved several times for different permissible source 
regions starting from the whole object size and ending with a few nodes. For every solution, 
the objective function  ( ) ( ) ( )
1
=min , ; ; f GdR sR d
λ
λ ϕλ − ∑     which gives the difference 
between the calculated and measured light fluence rate is calculated. After all iterations, the 
solution that minimizes the objective function with respect to the permissible source region is 
considered the best solution. The shrinking of the permissible region after every iteration is 
done by removing source nodes from the domain R corresponding to low source power as 
described before in [17,18]. Hence, if  ( ) length R is the number of nodes in the permissible 
region in the current iteration, the number of nodes in the next iteration is  ( ) length / R β , 
where β is the reduction factor. The reduction factor can be found from the initial and final 
number  of nodes in the permissible region and the predefined number of iterations such 
that ( )
( ) 1/
/
IT N
if NN β = , where i N is the initial number of nodes in the permissible region R, 
and  f N is the final number of nodes. The algorithm is summarized in Table 1. 
Table 1. Algorithm description for BLT 
Algorithm for BLT reconstruction 
1. Calculate the Green’s function at all wavelengths in Eq. (5) 
2. Choose the rows corresponding to the detector nodes d  ( ) ,; GdRλ  
3. Normalize the light fluence rate at every wavelength and get the corresponding Green’s function, 
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ; ; / max ; dd d ϕλϕλ ϕλ =  and  ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ,; ,; / m a x ; GdR GdR d λ λ ϕλ =   as in Eq. (6) 
4. Initialize the permissible region R: nodes corresponding to the whole object domain except nodes of 
one transport length 1/
s µ′ from the object boundary. 
5. Initialize permissible region reduction factor  ( )
( ) 1/
/
IT N
if NN β = , where
i N is the initial number of 
nodes in the permissible region R, 
f N is the final number of nodes which can be chosen to be one, and 
IT N is the number of iterations. 
6. Solve the reconstruction problem iteratively: 
  6.1. For i = 1: 
IT N  
  6.2. Solve the eigenvalue problem for the symmetric matrix ( )
T
dR dR GG  
  6.3. Form a set of eigenvectors that corresponds to the eigenvalues in the range of the 
maximum eigenvalue to 
4 10
−  of the maximum value. 
  6.4. Calculate the matrix 
v G  and the vector 
v ϕ  using Eq. (9) 
  6.5. Obtain the coefficient of expansion using 
1 *
vv cG ϕ
− = and hence the source  ( ) sR 
  6.6. Calculate the objective function  ( ) ( ) ( )
1
( )= , ; ; fi GdR sR d
λ
λ ϕλ − ∑    
  6.7. If the value of f(i) is smaller than the previous iteration, then update the best source 
estimation to be s:  ( )
best s sR =  
  6.8. Sort the source values descending and choose number of nodes equals 
( ) length / R β corresponding to the highest source values to be used to choose the new 
permissible region 
  6.9. Update the permissible region R to be the new chosen nodes 
  6.10. End the For loop 
7. End   
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The 3D object (Fig. 1(a)) used in the simulations is a cylinder 25 mm in diameter and 16 mm 
in height and represents a finite element mesh of an idealized section of a mouse abdomen 
where adipose, bowel, kidney, and bone tissues are identified and assigned realistic 
wavelength-dependent optical properties. It is assumed that different regions are distinguished 
through CT x-ray imaging or other imaging technique and all elements within each region 
have the same optical properties. For the BLT, 64 uniformly distributed detectors are used 
around the circumference and 15 layers of these 64 detectors separated by 1 mm are used in 
the  z-direction as shown in Fig. 1(b). The total number of detector readings at each 
wavelength is 15 64 960 d N =×= . 
Figure 2  shows three cross sections of the object that illustrate the positions of the 
bioluminescence sources to be reconstructed by the proposed algorithm. The circular   
 
 
Fig. 1. (a) A 3D finite element mesh for the object used in the simulation. The mesh is a regular 
Delaunay tetrahedral with 2310 nodes and 12633 tetrahedrons. The object represents an 
idealized section of a mouse abdomen which illustrates 4 different tissue regions: adipose, 
bowel, kidneys, and bone. (b) A schematic of the object showing the detector set up and the 
coordinates. 
 
Fig. 2. 2D sections illustrate the positions of the 3 spherical bioluminescence sources located in 
the bone and two kidneys. (a) A transverse cross section at the middle of the object shows the 
bowel, kidneys, and bone, (b) Sagittal section S1 passes through the bone and bowel, and (c) 
Coronal section S2 passes through the two kidneys. 
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upper and lower surfaces of the object. Figure 2(b) is a sagittal cross section that passes 
through the bowel and bone while Fig. 2(c) shows a coronal cross section passing through the 
two kidneys. Figure 2  shows 3 spherical bioluminescence sources of 5 mm and 3 mm 
diameter centered in the bone at (0, −7, 0) and two kidneys (−4.5, −2.5, 0) and (4.5, −2.5, 0), 
respectively. 
In the first step, the optical properties of all tissues at the wavelengths 500, 550, 600, 650, 
and 700 nm were reconstructed using the DOT algorithm described in [17]. 16 external 
sources uniformly distributed around the middle of object have been used for the illumination. 
Associated with each source, 15 layers of detectors were uniformly distributed across the 
object height with a separation between layers of 1 mm. Each layer contains 49 detectors 
forming a field of view of 270 degree. The light fluence rate at the “detectors” could be 
derived from the corresponding pixels of the image captured by a CCD camera. It is assumed 
that an accurate segmented 3D image set is provided by x-ray CT, MR or by a deformable 
atlas of mouse anatomy. All elements within each region in the object are assumed to have the 
same optical properties. The light fluence rate at the boundary is written as a Taylor series 
expansion around an initial guess corresponding to a homogenous object with the same optical 
properties in all regions. The fluence rate is approximated by the first three terms, including 
the first and second order derivatives which are calculated by the direct method and give the 
change of light fluence rate at the boundary due to small changes in the tissue optical 
properties in each region [17]. The first and second order derivatives are used in an iterative 
algorithm to reconstruct the tissue optical properties. For this simulation, forward finite 
element calculations of the light fluence rate were performed using the true optical properties 
and Gaussian noise, which is an approximation to the Poisson measurement error distribution, 
of 2% of the signal was added to obtain the data for reconstruction, i.e. 
( ) 1 2%randn ϕϕ =×+ , where  randn is a Matlab function that generates random numbers 
drawn from a normal distribution with mean zero and standard deviation one. In Table 2, the 
true and reconstructed scattering coefficients,  s µ′ and sr µ′  respectively, are presented while 
Table 3 shows the true and reconstructed absorption coefficients,  a µ and ar µ  respectively. The 
true scattering and absorption coefficients were calculated using the data reported in [30,31]. 
The maximum relative error obtained for scattering coefficients is 22% at 600 nm while the 
maximum relative error obtained for the absorption coefficients is 21% at 700 nm. 
Table 2. True [30,31] and reconstructed scattering coefficients (mm
−1)for each region in 
the heterogeneous object at five different wavelengths 
   500 nm  550 nm  600 nm  650 nm  700 nm 
  
s µ′ 
sr µ′  
s µ′ 
sr µ′  
s µ′ 
sr µ′  
s µ′ 
sr µ′  
s µ′ 
sr µ′  
Adipose  1.41  1.41  1.34  1.34  1.28  1.29  1.23  1.23  1.18  1.18 
Bowel  1.65  1.62  1.47  1.46  1.32  1.28  1.19  1.19  1.09  1.08 
Kidney-L  3.51  3.9  3.04  2.94  2.66  2.05  2.36  2.37  2.11  2.02 
Kidney-R  3.51  3.93  3.04  2.77  2.66  2.13  2.36  2.24  2.11  2.06 
Bone  3.84  3.76  3.34  3.33  2.93  2.8  2.61  2.60  2.34  2.03 
Table 3. True [30,31] and reconstructed absorption coefficients (mm
−1) for each region in 
the heterogeneous object at five different wavelengths 
  500 nm  550 nm  600 nm  650 nm  700 nm 
 
a µ  
ar µ  
a µ  
ar µ  
a µ  
ar µ  
a µ  
ar µ  
a µ  
ar µ  
Adipose  0.0037  0.0037  0.0089  0.0089  0.0021  0.0021  0.0007  0.0007  0.0005  0.0005 
Bowel  0.0104  0.0103  0.0256  0.0258  0.0063  0.0064  0.0017  0.0017  0.0011  0.0012 
Kidney-L  0.0626  0.0611  0.1524  0.1531  0.0356  0.0361  0.0090  0.0095  0.0048  0.0056 
Kidney-R  0.0626  0.0607  0.1524  0.1529  0.0356  0.0360  0.0090  0.0095  0.0048  0.0058 
Bone  0.0548  0.0550  0.1347  0.1344  0.0325  0.0325  0.0081  0.0081  0.0040  0.0039 
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by the forward model to calculate the bioluminescence fluence rate, and 2% Gaussian noise 
was added to simulate realistic data: ( ) ; d ϕλ   in  Eq. (6). The Green’s function at each 
wavelength  ( ) ,; GdRλ  was calculated using the reconstructed optical properties in Tables 2 
and 3 obtained by the DOT algorithm. The Green’s functions and light fluence rates were 
normalized as shown in Eq. (6). The permissible region R was initially chosen to be the whole 
object except for nodes within one transport length 1/ s µ′  of the surface. At each iteration, the 
permissible region is slightly shrunk by an arbitrary factor β . For a permissible region 
initially containing 1050 mesh nodes (as in the current problem) that is finally shrunk to 10 
nodes in 60 iterations,  β  = (1050/10) ^ (1/60) = 1.081. The 60 iterations took approximately 
7 minutes on a pc with Intel processor with a clock of 2.66 GHz and 2GB RAM. The 
execution time is less than that required by our previous algorithm in [18]. 
Figure 3 shows the actual and reconstructed bioluminescence sources. The magnitudes of 
the three sources are 1 nW/mm
3, and the total powers of the three sources are 5.65, 5.65, and 
40.71 nW, respectively. The transverse, sagittal, and coronal cross sections of the 
reconstructed sources in Figs. 3(d), (e), and (f) show good agreement with the actual sources 
in terms of source magnitude, total power and size. The total power of the reconstructed 
sources are 5.31, 5.49, and 41.4 nW. The source magnitude varies between 0.8 to 1.2 nW/mm
3 
which is within 20% of the true value. 
 
Fig. 3. BLT reconstruction of three uniform bioluminescence sources localized in the left and 
right kidneys (3 mm diameters), and the bone (5 mm diameter). The “anatomy” is shown in 
Figs. 1 and 2.  The actual sources in (a), (b), and (c) have magnitude 1 nW/ mm
3. The 
reconstructed sources are shown in (d), (e), and (f). The total powers of actual and 
reconstructed  sources are in good agreement within 6% and the source magnitudes are 
reconstructed within 20% of the actual value. 
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region is illustrated in Fig. 4.  Figure 4(a)  shows the objective function 
( ) ( ) ( )
1
=min , ; ; f GdR sR d
λ
λ ϕλ − ∑    as a function of the number of source nodes in the 
permissible source region. The permissible region has been shrunk in 60 iterations by 
removing nodes corresponding to low source magnitude, assuming that source nodes with low 
magnitude are less likely to be in the optimized source region. Figures 4(b) and 4(c) show the 
reconstructed source distribution in nW/mm
3  after the first iteration which includes a 
permissible region of 1050 nodes and at the optimized permissible region which includes 126 
nodes and minimizes the objective function. After the first iteration, the reconstructed source 
powers in the two kidneys and bone are 3.37, 3.8, and 51.93 nW, respectively which are 
within 40% of their actual values. The source magnitudes and sizes cannot be reconstructed 
perfectly after the first iteration due to the degeneracy of the solution. When the size of the 
source permissible region becomes comparable to the size of the actual source, the objective 
function  has its lowest value and good accuracy in reconstructing the source power, 
magnitude, and size can be obtained, as shown in Fig. 4(c). When the permissible region is 
further reduced, the size of the source permissible region becomes smaller than the size of the 
actual source. Hence, the objective function increases again and the reconstruction of the 
source power, magnitude and size becomes less accurate. 
 
Fig. 4. The evolution of the BLT iterative solution to obtain the optimized reconstruction. (a) 
The objective function as a function of the number of finite element mesh source nodes in the 
permissible source region. (b) The reconstructed BL source distribution after the first iteration. 
(c) The reconstructed BL source distribution when the objective function is minimized. 
Figure 5 shows the BLT reconstruction for multiple sources with different magnitudes and 
sizes. The sources in the left and right kidneys are 2 and 3 nW/mm
3 respectively, and the 
source in the bone is 1 nW/mm
3. The three sources have total powers of 11.31, 16.96, and 
40.71 nW. The reconstructed sources in Figs. 5(d), (e), and (f) have powers of 11.56, 18.81, 
and 38.92 nW respectively, which are within 11% of the true value. The source magnitudes 
are reconstructed within 20% of the true values. As a comparison with the result obtained 
using our previous algorithm in [18], the maximum errors in the reconstructed source power 
and magnitude are 16% and 60% respectively. 
Figure 6 shows the BLT reconstruction for multiple sources with different magnitudes and 
sizes. In this case, one source is greater in both size and magnitude and hence has much larger 
total power than other sources and dominates the measured light fluence rate. The sources in 
the left and right kidneys are 1 nW/mm
3 and 2 nW/mm
3 respectively and the source in the 
bone is 3 nW/mm
3. The three sources have total powers of 5.65, 11.31, and 122.14 nW 
respectively. The reconstructed sources are shown in Figs. 6(d), (e), and (f). The reconstructed  
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Fig. 5.  BLT reconstruction of three  uniform bioluminescence sources localized in the left 
kidney (2 nW/ mm
3), right kidneys (3 nW/ mm
3), and the bone (1 nW/ mm
3). The actual 
sources are shown in (a), (b), and (c). The reconstructed sources are shown in (d), (e), and (f). 
The total powers of actual and reconstructed sources are in agreement within 11% and the 
source magnitudes are reconstructed within 20% of their actual values. 
sources powers are 8.7, 10.94, and 120.14 nW respectively. The size and magnitude of the 
smallest source in the left kidney could not be reconstructed in this case. When there are large 
differences between source powers or there is a large inhomogeneous source distribution, the 
shrinking of the permissible region cannot be done correctly. The assumption that nodes with 
low source magnitude are least likely to be in the optimized source region is no longer true. 
Figure 7 shows the BLT reconstruction for a large non-uniform source that fills the entire 
left kidney. There is a 3mm diameter “hot spot” of 2 nW/mm
3 in the center of the organ and a 
uniform “background” of 1 nW/mm
3  elsewhere. The total powers of the actual and 
reconstructed sources integrated over the kidney volume are 53.67 and 53.71 nW. The 
reconstructed source in Figs. 7(c) and 7(d) is in good agreement with the actual source in 
terms of size and total power. The inhomogeneity of the source distribution could be 
reconstructed and the high spot in the center of the kidney could be distinguished from the 
background. The magnitude of the reconstructed source at the center of the hot spot is within 
20% of its actual value. As a comparison with the result obtained using our previous 
algorithm in [18], the inhomogeneity of the reconstructed source could not be distinguished. 
An average value for the source magnitude was obtained rather than the hot spot shown in 
Fig. 7. 
Figure 8 shows the BLT reconstruction for a non-uniform source distribution where the 
inhomogeneity of the source is high. In this case, the hot spot has a magnitude of 5 nW/mm
3 
which is 5 times that of the surrounding background. The total powers of the actual and 
reconstructed sources are 70.63 and 70.8 nW. However, the inhomogeneity of the source 
could not be reconstructed correctly in this case. The uniform background shows a smaller 
size and a higher magnitude, which varies from 1.5 to 2.5 nW/mm
3, than the actual source.  
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Fig. 6.  BLT reconstruction of three uniform bioluminescence sources localized in the left 
kidney (1 nW/ mm
3), right kidney (2 nW/ mm
3), and bone (3 nW/ mm
3). The total powers of 
the three sources are 5.65, 11.31, and 122.14 nW, respectively. The actual sources are shown in 
(a), (b), and (c). The reconstructed sources are shown in (d), (e), and (f). The total powers of 
the reconstructed sources are 8.7, 10.94, and 120.14 nW respectively. The smallest source 
could not be properly reconstructed in this case because a much larger source is located nearby 
and dominates the emission of light measured at the boundary. 
The objective function curve with respect to the number of source nodes for the reconstructed 
source shown in Fig. 8 does not show a deep valley with a clear global minimum as shown in 
Fig. 4(a). Instead, the curve is slowly increasing after the global minimum indicating that 
different source distributions can generate the same error and hence are indistinguishable. 
Therefore, shrinking the permissible region reduces the possible solutions, and if the 
permissible region equals the actual source size, a unique solution can be obtained for uniform 
and low inhomogeneity source distributions as shown in Figs. 3, 5, and 7. However, for high 
inhomogeneity source distributions as in Figs. 6 and 8, the solution is still not unique and 
different size and magnitude sources that have the same total power can generate the same 
light fluence rate at the object boundary. One way to improve the uniqueness of the solution is 
to increase the available data points by doing measurements at more wavelengths. 
5. Conclusion 
A three dimensional bioluminescence reconstruction algorithm based on the diffusion 
equation has been developed. The finite element method has been used to discretize the 
diffusion equation to calculate the Green’s function. The algorithm performs an iterative 
solution to reconstruct the bioluminescence source by shrinking the source permissible region. 
At each iteration, an eigenvalue problem for a system of equations formed from the Green’s 
functions and the measured light fluence rate is solved. A complete set of vectors is formed  
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Fig. 7. BLT reconstruction of a large non-uniform source distribution that fills the entire left 
kidney. The actual source in (a) and (b) has a hot spot of 3 mm diameter with magnitude 2 
nW/mm
3 which is twice the magnitude of the background. The reconstructed source in (c) and 
(d) shows good agreement with the actual source in terms of size and total power and the 
details of the inhomogeneity of the source were reconstructed. 
from the eigenvectors corresponding to non-zero eigenvalues. The reconstructed source is 
written as a superposition of this complete set. The algorithm has been applied to a simplified 
3D section of a mouse that contains different tissues with different optical properties such as 
adipose, bowel, kidneys, and bone. A diffuse optical tomography algorithm is used to 
reconstruct the tissue optical properties at different wavelengths. The forward model applied 
with the true tissue optical properties and 2% Gaussian noise has been used to generate 
realistic data for the reconstruction algorithm for DOT, and BLT. The Green’s functions of 
the object have been calculated using the reconstructed optical properties. The main advantage 
of the current algorithm over our previous bioluminescence algorithm is that the 
reconstruction is done in a reduced space of eigenvectors by removing part of the original 
space that does not contribute to the source and causes the ill-posedness of the problem. 
Hence, the accuracy of the reconstruction increases not only for the source location and total 
power but also for the source magnitude and size for multiple sources with different sizes and 
magnitudes and large inhomogeneous distributed sources. For uniform and low 
inhomogeneity source distributions, the algorithm could obtain a unique solution 
corresponding to a global minimum for the objective function. However, for high 
inhomogeneity source distributions, the solution is still not unique and different size and 
magnitude sources that have the same total power can generate the same light fluence rate at 
the object boundary. 
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Fig. 8. BLT reconstruction of a large non-uniform source distribution that fills the entire left 
kidney. The actual source in (a) and (b) has a hot spot of 3 mm diameter with magnitude 5 
nW/mm
3 which is five times the magnitude of the background. The reconstructed source in (c) 
and (d) shows good agreement with the actual source in terms of the total reconstructed power; 
however the details of the in homogeneity of the source could not be reconstructed correctly. 
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